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Abstract 
Throughout the second half of the 19th century a process took place in Latin America in order to recover the original 
concept of federalism for the first time mentioned in the United States at the end of 18th century. This paper seeks to 
better understand how the Spanish translation of The Federalist-Argentina, 1868-would have been an attempt to look 
back at the North American model and to restore the original meaning of the concept, not only from the semantic 
perspective but also through its practical implementation as a political system in the specific case of Argentina.  
Keywords: Federalism, Confederalism, El Federalista, Argentina, Latin America, translations, concepts 
1. Introduction 
It is generally agreed that after the process of independence from Spain, the Federation was the preferred political 
system in most of the Latin American countries as a form of National organization of the State. It was a system that 
sought an effective balance between the capacity of the provinces to elect their leaders or regulate their institutions and 
a strong central power governing the national life.  
Along this process the North American example was always an outstanding reference among Hispanic politicians. 
Nonetheless, it was in practice more an adaptation of the concept of confederation rather than the assimilation of the 
federalism first designed by the founders of the United States Constitution. 
In Latin America, most of the time, the Executive could in fact over-ruled the provincial powers, which means that a 
certain type of “centralism” had settled in political practice. This last approach was a real solution best suited to the 
specific needs of these territories during the first decades of the 19th century. 
Just to mention briefly, we can say that the case of Spain is slightly different, as the French and English models 
remained very much present in its constitutions until the second half of the century. It was then that a strong interest 
arose from some sectors of radical liberalism, democrats or republicans in recovering the concept claimed by Hamilton, 
Madison and Jay in The Federalist. 
In any case, what it is true is that in both cases, Spain and Latin America, a process took place throughout the second 
half of the 19th century in order to recover the original concept of federalism for the first time mentioned and defined in 
the United States (henceforth U.S.) at the end of 18th century. The goal was to restore the original meaning of the word, 
not only from the semantic perspective but also through its practical implementation as a political system. 
For this purpose, a number of mechanism of action were launched to step up the level of public debate on this topic. 
Prominent among these had been the publication of articles in the press, the calls made in Parliament about this issue, or 
the proliferation of intellectual clubs and political gatherings. However, this paper will focus on another mechanism 
developed in Latin America to look towards the U.S. Federalism: This is the circulation of Spanish translations of The 
Federalist after 1868. This initiative was an attempt to look back at the North American federalism; a federalism that 
differs from the ones that Hispanic federalists had set up by mid century. 
Taking these ideas into consideration, it is important to make it clear that this paper does not seek to analyze the 
concepts of federal/confederal or federalism/confederalism in the Latin American context at the time, but to reflect on 
how translations of outstanding works were an important tool to create new concepts as well as an important way to 
produce, circulate and spread out new political meaning of pre-existent concepts. In this particular case, the late Spanish 
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translation El Federalista (Buenos Aires, 1868) will be analyzed, together with the structure of the text and some of its 
main characteristics in comparison with the original English version. This approach will let us better understand how, 
when, and why this work helped the North American Federalism to be regained in Argentina.  
Many intellectuals and political representatives in that moment demanded a higher similarity to the U.S. model. El 
Federalista s´ edition and its distribution could have been crucial for contemporaries to understand the underlying 
essence of the concept and the model, to make them intelligible for both politicians and the common people. (Note 1) 
2. El Federalista, 1868: A Brief Conceptual Context 
Before starting to focus on the Spanish edition, we can just remember a couple of notes about the English original one. 
The Federalist is said to be one of the main works on politics that has been published in the United States of America. 
Written in 1787, it was a public defence of the North American Constitution and the Federal Government outlined by 
Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison. (Note 2) At the very beginning they were 85 letter signed by the 
pseudonym "Publius", in which the three authors defended a new Federal Government against the Articles of 
Confederation. (Note 3)  
During the first half of the 19th century many new editions were published in English and translated to other languages; 
being the French translation the best known in Latin America at that time. (Note 4)  
3/1788 (New York): 1st volume - 36 essays / anonymous 
5/1788 (New York): 2nd volume - 49 essays / anonymous (Note 5) 
1792 (Paris): 1st French translation - the authors  ´ names were mentioned instead of the "Publius" 
pseudonym 
1802 (New York): New Edition by George Hopkins - the authors  ´names were mentioned in general (not 
in each essay) 
1810 (New York): Hamilton s´ ed. (Note 6) - Works of Hamilton - new edition in which the authorship of 
each essay first appeared according to Hamilon s´ notes 
1818 (Indianapolis): Jacob Gideon s´ ed. (Note 7) - new edition in which different autorship of each 
essay was mentioned according to Madison s´ references 
1826 (Maine): New ed., the numbers written by Mr. Madison corrected by himself 
1863 (New York): Henry Dawson s´ ed. (Note 8) - attempt to recover the original essence of the 1st 
edition  
From the mid 19th century onwards many copies of this work were reprinted both in English and other languages. (Note 
9) Despite the existence of these early versions of The Federalist, the first Spanish translation was not published until 
1868, in Buenos Aires, Argentina. (Fig.1) In order to better understand this late edition, its impact and relevance, a brief 
review is needed of the specific conceptual context in which it was issued. 
Thinking in terms of the history of ideas, we can say that it is not only economy or politics what makes a country 
become established as a Nation. Language is also very important during the process of consolidation of a State. Pedro 
Luis Barcia states that three phases can be pointed out to study the political language evolution in Latin American 
during the 19th century: 1) the one developed during the foreign domination; 2) the one being experienced along the 
processes of independence; 3) and a third one reached after the independence. (Note 10) 
Regarding the concept of Federalism, it is important to notice that the differences between the meaning of federation 
and confederation were not always clear in Latin America during the first half of the 19th century, nor even during the 
second half. Throughout the latter half of the 18th century the terms federative/confederative were very much 
understood as synonymous with alliance or union. However, the emergence of new political spaces during the 19th 
century involved a new debate about these terms. (Note 11) In that specific context, the concept federal/federalism 
began to be interpreted as a decentralized political system in contrast to confederal/confederalism referring to a more 
centralized one. 
During the first half of the 19th century a new political order was trying to be tested in Latin America in order to satisfy 
public and political needs that arose after the independences. The mentioned debate around federalism/confederalism 
referred then to the need for the new political institutions to make it clear where the sovereignty should be based on. 
Sometimes both concepts were used with the same meaning. But some other times they referred different realities. 
(Note 12) The complexity of this set of meanings is the key to understanding the concept of federalism in that context. 
Using the same word some considered a more centralized system, while others referred to a decentralized one. 
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Figure. 1. Front cover of El Federalista, 1868 
Despite such differences, the federation was more commonly understood as a decentralized political system which 
represented a good balance between the powers in the provinces and the State. In order to find this balance, the North 
American federal system was considered a perfect model to follow. Many individuals stood up for it and many others 
criticised it. The latter thought that it was too difficult to adapt the system in Latin America, as the differences between 
both spaces were enormous.  
Whereas this federalism referred to a political agreement between local and national powers, the word or concept 
confederalism referred more specifically to the free association of independent and self-governed territories. This little 
difference affecting the meaning of the two terms was the starting point for a whole new debate around the level of 
centralism the National Federal State should practice. And it was a debate mostly developed during the central decades 
of the century onwards.  
And, considering that the differences of meaning between the pairing federation/confederation were not clear during the 
century –neither in Latin America, nor in Spain-, perhaps it is possible to say that the Spanish edition of The Federalist, 
El Federalista, would have been an important tool used in political debates for those who defended the North American 
dual federalism as the best federal system to be definitely set up in these territories by the end of the siecle; or at least in 
Argentina.  
3. The Spanish Edition of The Federalist 
As previously suggested, it is necessary to think about translations as a key vehicle through which to spread ideas in the 
19th century. New concepts emerged during this century but also traditional concepts were redefined as a result of new 
political contexts around the western world. That is why we should understand El Federalista as an attempt to circulate 
the ideas and concepts reproduced in its pages through Latin America and Spain.  
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3.1 Specific Historical Context & Formal Text Features 
The first complete Spanish edition of The Federalist that has been documented is the translation by José María Cantilo, 
in Buenos Aires 1868. At that time the argentinean federalism was become established. During the precedent decades 
the North American experience was the most claimed reference. However, the former still had a long road ahead to 
achieve the level of decentralization required to be like its referent. Politicians in Argentina needed to find the best 
political balance between the model from the U.S. and the particular necessities among argentinians. It was believed a 
need to find this balance not only just after the emancipation, but throughout the whole 19th century.  
The Constitution of Argentina was proclaimed on May 1, 1853, supported by all provinces except Buenos Aires. The 
latter would joined the Argentinean Confederation after the Pact of San Jose, which was signed in 1859. (Note 13) This 
Constitution gave shape to the Republic of Argentina and organized a federal, republican and representative national 
government. It was a republican system based on the principle of separation of powers which granted important legal 
and political capacities to the provinces at the same time that the Federal Executive needed to act under Congress 
supervision. This was, at least, the theory written down in the Constitutional text.  
However, the real Argentinian federalism developed into a strong centralized system very different from the one 
established in the United States. From the 1860s on, several constitutional changes occurred that tried to get back to the 
North American model in order to minimize the control of the State over the provinces. (Note 14) Anyhow the debates 
continued between those who defended this latter option and the ones who just wanted the things stay the way they 
were. 
This was the historical context in which El Federalista was published. It was also the context personally experienced by 
its author, José María Cantilo.  
He was born in Buenos Aires, Argentina, on 14 December 1816. Initially, he studied chemical sciences and worked as a 
pharmacist while living in exile in Montevideo. After this experience, he became dedicated to literature and journalism, 
and he actively collaborated in El Comercio del Plata, El Siglo, El Correo del Domingo, La Verdad, El Nacional, El 
Talismán, El Tirteo and El Caduceo. (Note 15) Once back in Buenos Aires worked as the Secretary of Dr. Dalmacio 
Vélez Sársfield and took part of the Convención del Estado de Buenos Aires in 1860. 
In addition to these experiences, it is important -to the aim of this work- to focus on Cantilo s´ political background. He 
was twice a parliamentary representative of Buenos Aires: first in the term 1862-1866 and second in the term 
1872-1876. (Note 16) He addressed participative discussions while in politics; among those which can be highlighted 
was the claim for a federalism more similar to the one in the U.S. He perfectly knew the North American constitutional 
principles, its legislative structure and judicial procedures. A proof of this can be his translations into Spanish in 1863 of 
two works by Joseph Story: Commentaries on the Constitution of the United States, and The Constitutional Class Book: 
Being a Brief Exposition of the Constitution of the United States. (Note 17) 
In 1862 the first legislative congress since 1810 took place in Argentina. It was the time when the debate around 
centralism in the argentinean federalism was re-opened in this country. At that time Cantilo was trying to defend the 
North American federal system as suitable for Argentina. (Note 18)  
Many deputies, as him, agreed with the following idea: it was true that Argentinian federalism had need to be adapted at 
the very beginning to the whole new political situation after the independence. However it was time by the mid 19th 
century to take a step forward and adopt a more accurate federalism, as the one being practiced in the United States. 
These representatives usually reflected on the idea that every time the Constitution of Argentina did not follow this 
model plenty of problems and errors occurred. (Note 19)   
That is why they thought that the solution to political problems in Argentina lied on imitating the North American 
federalist model and forgetting about the centralist one. To this effect, they claimed The Federalist to be a required 
reading to all wisdom men. It was said to be a precious book which contained the most exact federal doctrine. (Note 20) 
Both, federalist and centralists (federalistas y unionistas), agreed with that. They just dissented about where the 
equilibrium was based on between public local powers, provinces  ´powers and the power from the Federal Executive.  
Taking this into consideration, it makes sense that the translation into Spanish of that book was considered crucial to 
spread out their ideas across Latin America and, most significantly, in Argentina. The U.S. Constitution had been a 
model, but it was time to focus on its particular federal system. By publishing this volume, El Federalista, Cantilo was 
claiming the need of copying the North American original model to recreate in Argentina its federal political principles. 
His own words about this issue were: “to men who recognize the Republic to be one of the best political system 
possible, it is required to learn from the United States example. There, in the United States, it has been triumphant 
consolidated”. (Note 21) Perhaps other republics were not successful at all, but the one experienced in North America 
was, and that is why it was a perfect reference for them. (Note 22) 
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This was the ideological content of Cantilo s´ speeches in Congress about this topic. He was always in favour of 
“imitating” the original North American federal system, both in making the laws and in organizing the administration. 
(Note 23) From his point of view it just required to start up in practice what it was enshrined in the Constitution.  
It was barely two years after finishing his first experience as a Parliamentary Representative when El Federalista was 
printed in Spanish. This edition was published as a single volume of 736 pages –instead of two as the first English 
version. (Note 24) The translation is practically literal, it maintains the original meaning of the words and terms used 
and its author removed the signature “Publius” to identify the specific author of each essay.  
Together with these points, there are some notable differences between the English and Spanish editions. The first one 
that can be pointed out is the different structure of the table of contents. (Figs. 2-3) The Spanish version met editorial 
principles commonly accepted during the 19th century: it is that you can see under the same title several of the articles 
about one same topic at the same time as a brief explanation about their contents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Table of contents of the English original version 
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Figure 3. An example of the table of contents of the Spanish translation in 1868 
 
It is also remarkable that the Spanish text included –throughout the last pages- the Articles of Confederation (1777) just 
before the Articles of the Constitution (1787). The Amendments to the United States Constitution were also included in 
the Spanish book whereas they did not appear in the English one. (Note 25) (Figs. 4, 5 & 6) 
Last but not least, a brief comment on the wording can be considered. As shown in the pictures, the paragraphs were 
subdivided in the Cantilo s´ edition to make it easier the reading and understanding of its content for Spanish readers. (Figs. 
7-8) All the ideas are there and are the same, but they appeared broken down according to the readers  ´preferences. 
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Figure 4. First page of the Articles of Confederation in the Spanish translation of The Federalist 
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Figure 5. First page of the Articles of the Constitution in the Spanish translation of The Federalist 
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Figure 6. First page of the Amendments to the U.S. Constitution in the Spanish translation of The Federalist 
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Figure 7. An example of the paragraphs in the Spanish version (left) and the English one (right) 
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Figure 8. Second example of the paragraphs in the Spanish version (left) and the English one (right) 
 
3.2 Significance of the Spanish Edition in the Latin American Context 
George Washington had already said about The Federalist that it should be a work mentioned by all future generations. 
(Note 26) There is no doubt that it was a reference for those who wrote the National Constitution of Argentina, for those 
who designed the political system of other Latin countries in the 19th century and for many Spaniards who looked at the 
United States as an example of social civil rights and political progress.   
From the 1860s on Argentina longed for a political progress inside its limits, a progress ideally based on a more 
decentralized federalism. On this purpose, El Federalista would have given the Spanish people –both in South America 
and Spain- a deeper perspective of the North American federalism. It is important to notice that readings in their native 
language are always easier to understand. As Gadamer said: to understand historical sources they need to be translated 
into each native language of anyone who can consult them. (Note 27) 
In fact, Cantilo himself wrote that his translation was thought up for being a useful book on liberty principles among the 
argentinians. He sought "el deseo de que se familiaricen en el país, especialmente entre la juventud estudiosa, aquellos 
libros en que pueda estudiarse con fruto la sabia organización política de la Gran República que ha servido de modelo a 
la nuestra". (Note 28) He stated that it was a complete version of The Federalist and that its final purpose was actually 
to implement the U.S. political system that had been once the model for the Republic of Argentina. (Note 29) 
These are the reasons why El Federalista keeps the original meaning of the terms and concepts. And that is what 
explain the new structure of the ideas in paragraphs that are a little bit different from the ones in the English version. 
The new distribution was designed for being more accessible, easier to understand by Spanish readers. The final 
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purpose of the book was pointing out the roots and foundations of the North American federalism, so that new readers 
could understand it without any problem.  
Again, it is important to notice that a translation itself is in fact a process through which a new intellectual sphere can be 
constructed; a new scope where make it understandable the meaning of some concepts created or appeared in the past. 
These concepts would have been easily learned by contemporaries in the past, but can be more difficult to understand 
for new generations who lived in a very different social - economic and political context. (Note 30)  
These reflections lead us to think about the Cantilos  ´ edition as an effort to refocus the attention of Spanish people 
towards North American constitutional and federal principles. This would have then been the reason why he subdivided 
different contents or pages into shorter and more understandable paragraphs and why he adapted the table of contents to 
the new format generally used during the 19th century. The latter decision sought to point out the main contents of each 
article in the book: each title contains a synopsis of each subject and emphasizes the most valuable principles of the 
Federal Government that arose in 1787 in the U.S.  
All these little adaptations could have been made to provide Spanish readers a better understanding of the text. These 
readers were not only able to read the essays of The Federalist, but also the original Articles of Confederation of the 
U.S. together with the Amendments. Both, the Articles and the Amendments had been translated into Spanish before 
that date, but it was in 1868 the first time a Spanish reader could read all of them in the same book: The Federalist 
articles, the Articles of Confederation, the Articles of the Constitution and the Amendments. It was the first time native 
Spanish readers could read the texts without anyone else s´ interpretation but themselves.  
José Maria Cantilo himself wrote, in 1868, that his translation intended to show in Spanish all the contents included in 
The Federalist, a key book for the construction of the Federal Constitution of the United States of America by the end 
of the 18th century. “It was one of the most amazing and important sources to explain the Constitution”, a work “fairly 
appreciated and valued” even in those late days. (Note 31)  
It already had been a central reference during the sessions in Congress and throughout the argentinian press; and Cantilo 
was sure it would also be an essential reference in the future. 
4. Notes on the Circulation of El Federalista During the Last Decades of the 19
th
 Century  
The debate about the pairing federal/confederal or federation/confederation appeared in the U.S. when they were trying 
to build the nation as a Federal government, and it implied a kind of commitment in which the National Government 
shared its power with the different State Governments, at the same time the Union -I mean here a political and 
administrative Union- was preserved.  
This was the goal for many Latin American governments at the beginning of the 19th century. Politicians and 
intellectuals were trying to succeed in setting up Federal Republics; and most of them took as their main reference the 
model from the U.S. 
4.1 El Federalista Throughout Latin America 
During the first decades of the 19th century the circulation of The Federalist -the English version-, was very limited in 
Latin America. Actually, the first specific reference appeared in the Gazeta de Buenos Ayres in 1816. (Note 32) But, 
anyhow, just the English and French editions were known by then. This can be surprising, as other works defending the 
North American Constitution were known and circulated by that time. 
Regarding the Spanish version from 1868, it is possible to state that it was well received and somehow widely 
circulated. The next Spanish translation by Ildefonso Isla (Buenos Aires, 1887), (Note 33) was also well -or even better- 
received by the end of the century. In any case, the most circulated Spanish version of The Federalist would have been 
the Mexican one printed in 1943. (Note 34) 
We can not be sure about the exact number of printed copies of the first edition in 1868. It is probably that around 800 
to a thousand copies could have been circulated. This number can be worked out by taking into consideration some 
references from Congress sessions in that year. During the session on July 29, 1868, deputy Ocampo talk about this new 
book: El Federalista. He said it should be circulated among educated men in the country to spread out its contents as 
much as possible. Although it was firstly suggested to purchase 50 copies, deputy Quintana asked to buy at least 500 to 
be circulated all over around the country. This imply the existence of a higher number of printed copies. Everybody else 
agreed with him. (Note 35) And, although financial problems made Senate to oppose the purchase, it is at least 
important to take into account the initiative. (Note 36)  
It was an initiative addressed while they were discussing about the federal structure of the State in Argentina. The North 
American model was again claimed to be the best reference against the anyhow invasive centralism that had been 
established in the country. The Constitution of Argentina was written on the theoretical basis of the Federal Constitution 
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of the United States. But, as said before, it was necessary to go beyond the theory and apply it in practice without 
forgetting about the specific argentinian problems, customs and history. (Note 37)  
To this effect the circulation of El Federalista was then important, as it had been before the circulation of other related 
works such as John Norton Pomeroy s´, An introduction to the constitutional law of the united-states, Kent James  ´
Commentaries on the American Law, or Edouard Laboulaye  ´Political History of the United States. (Note 38)  
In that specific context Argentina was trying to become a strong independent Nation. By 1868 argentinians were 
struggling in favour of the federal republican cause: a war was taking place against Paraguay, several internal problems 
arose among different political parties and it was clear that new efforts needed to be addressed to guarantee political 
order. (Note 39) And a similar situation could have been experienced in many other Latin American countries.  
By the mid 19th century the concept of federalism was related to that mentioned debate between establishing strong 
independent powers within the provinces or a strong National Executive which tended to overruled them.  
The circulation of the Spanish edition, El Federalista  ¸indicates the willingness to copy the model of the U.S. and put its 
theories into practice. It was a reference of progress, prosperity and principles of liberty, equality and civil rights. It was 
considered the best model of representative government possible. 
Thereby, it is possible to find hardcopies of El Federalista in Venezuela and Colombia, where the circulation of the 
1868 edition was followed by the one published in 1887. It is fair to say that the latter was more well-known than the 
former, and that other works were more commonly discussed as the one by Tocqueville, La Democracia en América. In 
Chile, for instance, it was not until the last decade of the 19th century that the 1868 copy was more widespread. In 
Mexico, The Federalist was widely circulated during the 30s and mid 40s. When the U.S. conquered Texas a great 
rivalry arose between the two countries and politics from the States stop being considered a model until the following 
century.  
It is clear that, without even being the most debated or circulated work, The Federalist and El Federalista were well 
known in Latin America during the 19th century. Nevertheless, one could well ask what the actual social impact of the 
work may be. It is unlikely that the different English or French editions would have been widely circulated among 
middle-working and lower classes during the first half of the century -nor even during the second half-, because of the 
illiteracy of most of the population. Intellectuals or politicians could have been the main recipients. That is why the 
Spanish edition is so important: it was printed at a time of remarkable development of the press and public opinion in 
Argentina, and it would had let many people to read the book in their native language and understand its contents.  
4.2 The Federalist and El Federalista in Spain 
Some intellectuals in Spain could have known and read The Federalist at the beginning of the 19th century, when 
Constitutional project of 1812 was being discussed. However, it is unlikely that it began to be familiar among politicans 
or intellectuals before the 1860s, 1870s or even 1880s. (Note 40) Federalism in a republican government was not 
conceived as a practical or possible solution to all political and monarchical problems experienced in Spain since the 
first decades of the century.  
The constitution of the U.S. described a Republic and a federal decentralized government. And it was extremely 
incompatible with the strong monarchical and royalist Spanish tradition. Spanish people was not prepared for that 
change, and they would not be prepared for many years. This is why it makes sense that The Federalist -both in English 
and in Spanish-, had a wider circulation in Latin America than in Spain.  
Actually, in Spain, it was not before the Revolution of September in 1868 that the federal option was taken into 
consideration as a model of government to solve the problems generated after Isabella the 2nd was "invited to leave" the 
country. (Note 41) Just after this happened a new period began when the debate arose between those in favour of the 
monarchy and those in favour of a Republic. That would have been the moment in which the North American model 
began to be a reference and a model to follow.  
Regarding the circulation of El Federalista, we must say that in Spain they were very few who read or circulate it. The 
people had no political education, knew nothing of republican institutions, and the first hardcopy to be registered in a 
public library was the one in the National Public Library in 1874. (Note 42)  
It would be after the Restoration of the monarchy by the end of the 19th century when republicans and federalists 
become stronger in Spain. And together with The Federalist, other works would have been their models to follow: 
Studies on the Constitution of the United States by Guichot, or Popular history of the United States edited in Barcelona 
in 1873. U.S. began to be a model of federalism, but The Federalist never was as widely known or circulated 
throughout Spain as it was throughout Latin America during the 19th century. 
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5. Discussion  
Different authors have demonstrated that many other works defending the U.S. Constitution were well known in Latin 
America during -and just after- the period of independence.  And many of these works were translated into Spanish 
early that century. However, very few people read The Federalist, and it was not until 1868 that it was translate into 
Spanish for the very first time.  
It is important to relate the edition of El Federalista in 1868, both to the socio-political context in Argentina at the time 
and to the political agenda of its author, José María Cantilo. During the first half of the century it was more important in 
Argentina to draw and adopt a Constitution than to discuss about the level of centralism addressed by the Executive. 
Actually the National Constitution of 1853 defined a Confederation rather than a Federation. It is only by taking into 
consideration the re-emerging debate around federalism/confederalism during the 60s that we can understand this 
Spanish translation by Cantilo. 
He perfectly knew the North American Federalist model, and he was in favour not only to take it as a reference but to 
imitate it in Argentina. On his political agenda Cantilo always defended it was possible to follow the U.S. model for the 
argentinian case. And this is why the Spanish translation of The Federalist needs to be understood as part of his political 
and ideological strategy.  
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